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ABSTRACT

At the heart of the continuing controvergy in Viet Nam
is a revolutionary struggle for political order and unity which
remains incomplete and has consumed the vitality of the Viet-
namese for more than two decades. The fundamental changes
in the structure of politics which have developed in Viet Nam
over the past forty years are the essence of revolution. How
and why this revolution occurred and the significance of the
Vietnamese experience is germane to & more perceptive
understanding of revolution in general. The historical anal-
yeis is carried only through the final years of World War II.

Research and writing
completed June 1967.
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FOREWORL

This study was conducted under a program designed to enceurage university interest in
bas.c research in social science fields related to the responsibilities of the 1. 8. Armv. The
program 18 contucted under centract by The American University's Center for Resezich in
Social Systems (CRESS), and CRESS in turn has entered into subcontracts supporting basic
research in a number of major universities h.ing a marked interest in one or more of these
research fields.

The research program was formulated by CRESS in terms of broad subject areas within
which research would be supported, with the scholars themselves selecting specific topics and
research design and utilizing information in the public domain and normally available to aca-
demic and private individuz!s. Under the terms of the subcontract the authors are free to
publish independently the results of such research.

This report on the origins of the revolutionary forces appearing in Viemam was prepared
at Princeton Univ.rsity's Center of International Studies under subcontract between CRESS
and the university.

Dr. McAlister's historical analysis focuses on the events of the 1930's and 1940's in
Vie-nam to identify the origins of the revolutionary torces inv 'ved. not only in decolonization
but algo in the restructuring of the Vietmamese social order. His study contributes to a
better understanding of the nature and scope of the dislocations and difficulties exporienced
by the \ ratnamese as they move toward rebuilding their society for participation in the mwdiern
wortld,
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PROLOGUE

REVOLUTION IN VIET NAM IN PERSTCECTIVE

Understanding the politics of Viet Nam requires an understanding of revciution. The rea-
son is clear. Fc¢ more than a ger eration Viet Nam has been convulsed by & protracied revolu-
tion which began in August 1945, amidst the chastic c:'lapse of Japar's wartime occupation of
French Indochina, and is yet to be concluded. Revolutionary strife in Viet Nam was at first
focused on the elimination of colonial rule though cven during the first lndochina War, 1947-
1954, the important point was not merely driving the French from the country, but deciding
who would succeed to France's 80 vears of pelitical control. Tragically, the first Indochina
War did not result in any decisive answer to this question of succession; instead, it ended in &
standoff between those with opposing concents of political rule. At the heart of their coulinuing
controversy is a struggle for a political order which can unify the Vietnamese people—if they
are to be unified at all. Here i6 a revolu'ion which remains incomplete and whio% has con-
sumed the vitality of the Vietnamese {or more than two decades as they have tried i effect
basic changes in the structure of their pelitics ~n~d achieve a unified political order.

By 1954, after seven years of revolutionary cenflict, two competitor governments
emerged, each . .aiming to be the sole legitimate government for all the Vietnamesze people, yet
each controlling only about half the territory of the country. When these two governments—
the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam in Hinoi and the Republic of Viet Nam in Saigon—with-
drew into separate territories divided at the seveateenth parallel by the Geneva Conference of
1954, the Western powers expected them to act like separate .ation-states instead of adver-
saries in 8 revolutionary war . . . but this did not happen. Neither government has denied
that "reunification’ is its ultimate goal and there has been little reason to expect that they
would. 1

The war now raging in Viet Nam is a co. ‘Lauation of the pattern of conflict launched during
the first Indochina War; it is not a war being fought between ¢wo separate nations but it is a
revolutionary struggle within one nation. More conspicuously than in wars between nations,
revolutionary war is a "contimiation of politics by other mears. ' It is a competition between
two or more governments, each of which wants to become the sule legitimate government of a
people. In v .rs between nations, political objectives are ugually sought by destroying the a. .-
tary power of ai adversary, but in revolutionary wars political goals are sought more directly.
The focus of cowlict is to eliminate the political structure of an opponent and replace it with
a political structure of one's own.

With a viable plitical structure a government can lose much of its regular military
strength, and even nwch of ita territory, yet still continue to b a serious competitor in a
revolutionary war. Vithout a viable political structure linking it to the people, a government
mayv exist in name but 73t in fact. I cannot rally a peopls behind it because it will have no
dependable means of sh: ing power and influence with those who participate in its behalf.
Since it will be unable to +-in the political commitment of the people and deny their support to
the adversary, a government without this political structure will have missed the essence of
victory in revolutionary confli~t.

')




